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ELIZA COMODROMOS
The Bluestockings: Conservative Feminism and the
Eighteenth-Century Female Writer
During the late-Seventeenth and early-Eighteenth centuries in England, the
presence of the female writer became increasingly evident in the thoroughly
male-dominated literary world. This period marks the first time when women as
a group began to write for money clearly and openly (Todd 37). Authors such as
Aphra Behn and Delarivier Manley created erotic and worldly works, mostly
dramas and romances, in the late-Seventeenth Century. Although they were
acknowledged and enjoyed by some, these works were often dismissed as
frivolous products of the female mind, and the status of female fiction remained
dubious (Todd 2-3). In the mid-Eighteenth century, the rise of sentimentalism
and the cult of sensibility gave a more respectable image to women writers, such
as Sarah Fielding, Eliza Haywood and the Minifie sisters, although their subject
matter was restricted and considered appropriately feminine (Todd 3, 176).
Many women writers of the last part of the Eighteenth Century interestingly
embody the conflict between creative freedom and social propriety; they react to
restriction, while they also embrace it (Todd 3). There is no better example of
this ironic tension than the phenomenon of the Bluestockings. Led by dynamic
individuals such as Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu, the Bluestockings were groups of
well-educated, upper-class literary women and their male supporters who
gathered socially and provided a moral and financial haven for many female
writers. There was nothing overtly radical in the philosophy of this circle;
rather, it was through their moral conservatism and social traditionalism that the
Bluestockings endeavored to assert the value and work of the female writer in
the late-Eighteenth century literary community.
Although the height of bluestocking activity and influence was between
1770 and 1785, the group was meeting as early as 1750 (Jones 50). The odd
name of the circle originates in the Seventeenth-century "Bas Blue" assemblies
of Paris which were held in salons such as Mme de Polignac's at Rue St. Honore
(Climenson 1:98). According to Bonnie Anderson and Judith Zinsser "in an era
in which men wore white or black stockings for formal events, blue stockings

signaled informality," and the "English salonieres prided themselves on their
graceful informality" (109). The Bluestocking parties created an atmosphere
where men and women could socialize in a nonsexual manner; they strove to
prove that "women could sustain the interest of intelligent men without the aid
of cards or dancing" (Roger 31). In relation to this kind of social exchange
Hopkins observes that elderly female members "talked better than they danced"
and older gentlemen of the group "could overlook a woman's wrinkles if she had
a good brain served by a lively tongue" (104).
The term "Bluestockings" does not denote one single circle; like the salons
of France, there were several overlapping and competing groups. The
Bluestockings who appear to have been the most prominent and productive,
however, were those surrounding Mrs. Elizabeth Robinson Montagu, the welleducated, highly-distinguished and wealthy hostess and brilliant
conversationalist, dubbed "Queen of the Blues" (Rogers 272). Included in her
circle were intellects such as Elizabeth Carter and Hannah More, both of whom
were renowned in their day by women and men alike. Periodical visitors
included Edmund Burke, David Garrick, Joshua Reynolds and the great Samuel
Johnson, who said of Montagu, "The lady exerts more mind in conversation than
any person I ever met with. . . . She exhibits such powers of ratiocination, such
radiations of intellectual eminence, as are amazing" (Rogers 32). It was just
such evaluations which Montagu and the other Bluestockings sought for the
women of their day.
Many critics, such as M. G. Jones, argue that the primary function of the
Bluestockings was "social rather than literary." He asserts, "To them may be
ascribed a share in the reform of manners and social behavior which
distinguishes the England of Jane Austen from the England of Fielding" (49).
According to Janet Todd, these female literati sought "to destroy the frivolous
and lewd image of the female writer or talker and generally raise the status of
their sex" by refining coarse masculinity and purifying the manners of actual
society (134). In doing so, most Bluestockings rejected the bawdy and
indecorous literary mantle of predecessors such as Behn, Manley, Pilkington and
Haywood and the fantastical and sentimental extremes championed by many
contemporary novelists (Todd 127, 123). The Blues defied the sentimentalists'
portrait of the overly-indulgent but weak and dependent woman (Rogers 217).
They instead wished to "foster serious and intellectual interests among their
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members," and in doing so, they also attempted to regulate the personal behavior
of these women (Turner 108).
According to William McCarthy, intellectualism and morality were
inseparable for these female literati: "The Blues insisted on the utmost personal
decorum in intellectual women, for ... a slip would demonstrate that
intellectuality was dangerous to women's virtue" (59). Hence, they accepted the
positive ideology of womanhood and used it to combat the negative stereotypes
of their sex; the scholarly woman could exempt herself from much male
criticism only by "asserting her femininity through performing traditionally
female activities" (Anderson and Zinsser 116). Samuel Johnson's reaction to
Elizabeth Carter illustrates the success which a traditionally-feminine
intellectual woman could achieve. He says, "My old friend Mrs. Carter could
make a pudding as well as translate Epictetus from the Greek and work a
handkerchief as well as compose a poem" (qtd. in Anderson and Zinsser 116).
Many critics assert that although this fulfillment of social expectations
allowed women to find acceptance by men, it demanded tremendous amounts of
personal sacrifice and caused conflict within the women themselves. In
Feminism in Eighteenth-Century England, Katharine M. Rogers argues:
Besides abstaining from protests against the status quo, the
Bluestockings tacitly sacrificed emotional to intellectual
emancipation. Having achieved self-respect and independence
through suppressing their sexuality (Mrs. Montagu remarked to
Miss Carter, "You and I . . . have never been in love"), they
prized emotional control as an essential virtue. (215-16)
In their eyes, women could be equal to men only when they were able to rise
above their sexual nature and behave strongly and rationally (216). This
explains why the Bluestockings' generally chose the latter and repudiated the
woman (McCarthy 59). No situation better illustrates this dilemma than that of
Hester Thrale and her marriage to a social inferior, the musician Gabriel Piozzi,
whom she loved passionately (McCarthy 34). Many Bluestockings were
outraged by this action, finding it frightfully indecorous and contrary to their
perception of marriage as a friendly associate of equals, not an amorous union of
lovers. Mrs. Montagu was greatly disturbed and dismayed, and she denounced
her former respect for Thrale by saying, "I would give much to make everyone
think of her as mad ... if she is not considered in that light she must throw a
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disgrace upon her sex" (qtd. in Rogers 216). Hester Thrale Piozzi defended
herself by responding, "I am not to think about myself, I married the first Time
to please my Mother, I must marry the second Time to please my Daughter —I
have always sacrificed my own Choice to that of others, so I must sacrifice it
again: —but why?" She herself bitterly answers: "Oh because I am a Woman of
superior Understanding, and must not for the World degrade myself from my
Situation in Life" (qtd. in McCarthy 36). Thrale Piozzi's bitter words
demonstrate the alienation felt by many women from the Bluestockings due to
the circle's strict conservatism and quick condemnation of indecorous or
"immoral" comportment. This alienation effected by the Bluestockings caused
them to be criticized by other women as well, especially more radical
contemporary female writers, such as Mary Wollstonecraft and Anna Laetitia
Barbauld (Messenger 9).
While they played a formidable part in defining gender roles in their social
setting, the Bluestockings also facilitated the actual emergence and sustenance of
female writers. In the Eighteenth Century, literacy rates were steadily rising,
and there was a growing female audience for literature. Writers such as Addison
and Steele attempted to fulfill this demand with their ladies magazines, as did
Manley with The Female Taller and Haywood with The Female Spectator (Todd
40). Yet there still was no constant and reliable source of patronage or
encouragement for female authors —until the Bluestockings, who "provided a
network of support for women and a safety net for patronage for those [females]
needing to publish to live" (Todd 134). They wished to amend injustices such as
that of Elizabeth Elstob, a gifted grammarian and language prodigy who was
unable to publish her works after her brother's death in 1715 (Anderson and
Zinsser 112). The intellect of choice for the Blues was the poet or scholar rather
than the novelist, who was more likely to find support from male publishers.
While they encouraged lower class women, the Bluestockings in their
traditionalism wished not to disrupt the hierarchical structure of their society by
raising women above their present station (Todd 134). For those women whom
they did support and who upheld the circle's moral code, however, the
Bluestockings usually proved themselves undying allies.
M. G. Jones says that the Bluestockings "held a watching brief for the
discovery of genius" (49). This search for female intellects was especially
rewarding in the case of Elizabeth Carter, considered the most erudite of the
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Blues and famous for her translation of the ancient Greek poet, Epictetus, into
English for the first time. In what was a symbiotic relationship, Carter received
a healthy annuity from her friend Montagu, while Montagu and all the
Bluestocking ladies benefited by claiming the respected Carter as their own
(Todd 134). One member of the group, Mrs. Talbot, wrote to Carter that her
translation of Epictetus "would do honour to Epictetus, yourself, your country,
and womankind" (qtd. in Rogers 214). A similar arrangement between Montagu
and Hannah More allowed the latter to write her poetry, such as her acclaimed
"Bas Bleu," free from serious financial restraints (Jones 58). Hannah More
herself then went on to raise subscriptions for the woman she regarded as a
genius "buried in obscurity," the poet Ann Yearsley (Jones 73).
Earlier in the century, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, herself a published
writer, gave to her own granddaughter the very discouraging advice that she
should
conceal whatever learning she attains with as much solicitude as
she would hide crookedness or lameness. The parade of it. . .
can only serve to draw on her the envy, and consequently, the
most inveterate hatred, of all he and she fools, which will
certainly be at least three parts in four of all her acquaintance."
(Anderson and Zinsser 111-12)
Montagu was unfortunately correct in her warning; around this time, influential
individuals such as Joseph Addison and Richard Steele "consistently condemned
women who encroached on male territory by being too independent, too forward,
or too 'impertinent'" (Anderson and Zinsser 114). This lamentable
discrimination and oppression of the female writer and intellect were precisely
what the Bluestockings endeavored to combat. Nevertheless, as much respect as
they did attain from certain male parties, the Blues also were the target of such
"envy" and "inveterate hatred" from several contemporary and subsequent male
critics. Many men feared what they perceived was the eccentricity and
undomesticity of educated women and their violation of "territorial" gender
boundaries (Todd 217). Thus, the term "Bluestocking" came to assume a
negative connotation in male vocabulary by the end of the century; it was a
synonym for "affectation of learning, sloppiness of dress and frustrated desire"
(Todd 217). The essayist William Hazlitt alluded to his "utter aversion to
Bluestockings" and a similar sentiment was conveyed by the anonymous writer
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of The Female Jockey Club (1794) which ironically criticized women such as the
Blues for allowing their charms to wither in time rather than submitting them "to
the rude mercy of the odious monster man," a remark which may easily be
refuted by the fact that many of the Blues were themselves married (qtd. in Todd
217). Even as late as 1825, Ladies Magazine related that "magazines, journals,
and reviews abound with sarcastic comments upon the blue-stockings and their
productions" (Anderson and Zinsser 116).
Perhaps worse than the insults of these belligerent outsiders was the neglect
of the Blues by the very men who found support in their circles. Anderson and
Zinsser discuss this phenomenon which occurred in the salons of England, as
well as elsewhere in Europe:
The men who mingled with the Bluestockings and frequented
the salons were the men who produced the Enlightenment. It is
a tragedy for women that [many of) these men, who were aided,
sponsored, and lionized by the salonieres, produced ... art and
writing which either ignored women completely or upheld the
most traditional views of womanhood . . . . Instead, often at
great cost to their own logic and rationality, they continued to
reaffirm the most ancient inherited traditions about women: that
they were inferior to men in the crucial faculties of reason and
ethics and so should be subordinated to men. (113)
Janet Todd even goes so far as to criticize men who consistently supported the
Blues. She says that the "lavish praise" of women writers by men like Johnson,
Fielding and Richardson was "supportive and no doubt encouraging, but it was
also restricting, and inevitably the women so singled out would be aware of the
terms of this admiration and necessarily eager to write within them" (127). This
argument, however, could be applied to any writer who feels pressure to adhere
to what resulted in his or her critical acclaim. Furthermore, Todd's assertion
presents a double standard whereby both angry male critics and appreciative
male supporters are likewise condemned as oppressors of women. Yet it is an
undeniable reality that the praise and participation of men in the Bluestocking
circles was invaluable to their success.
It was their ability to win over many of the great male literary minds which
validates the Bluestockings' approach of liberation through conservatism.
Although they accepted several of the traditional images of womanhood, the
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Blues effectively manipulated these stereotypes slowly and steadily to
accomplish their own subtle feminist agenda (Todd 123). The Bluestockings
contributed to the amending of the social morality of both sexes through their
stringent behavioral standards, and they also provided a fertile base of emotional
and financial support for many female writers. Thus, while many contemporary
and subsequent radical feminists disparaged their conformity, the Bluestockings
nevertheless paved the way for female writers and women in general by
legitimizing the notion of "woman as intellect" and giving her the morale and the
means to write.
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COURTNEY ROBINSON
Aurora Leigh: The Victorian Woman Made Noble Through Art
“You misconceive the question like a man,
Who sees woman as the complement
Of his sex merely. You forget too much
That every creature, female as the male
Stands single in responsible act and thought
As also in birth and death. ”

(Browning 2.434-39)'

In Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s “Aurora Leigh,” the title character speaks
these lines to her cousin, Romney. Reflected in these few words is the sentiment
and purpose of the entire poem. Through her use of language in this short
passage. Browning is able to reveal to her readers that the vast potential of
Victorian women was wasted and ignored because of a social double standard.
The “question” that Aurora refers to, and that Romney misconceives, is
actually two questions in one. First, this line asks, “Is woman noble?” Romney
implies, as was commonly believed at that time, that woman is more noble than
man, and therefore better suited for running the home. The Victorians thought
that women possessed higher moral standards than men, which made them
naturally better equipped for raising children.
The second question is indirectly referred to in the passage, and it asks “is
woman most noble in marriage?” While the Victorians felt that women were
morally superior to men, an unmarried woman was at greater risk to become
“fallen.” A woman who did not have a husband and who supported herself was
looked upon as scandalous. Even though she supposedly had more moral
fortitude than a man, she required a husband to maintain this morality; the
woman was not strong enough to do it on her own. It is this double standard that
Aurora refers to when she speaks of Romney as “misconceiving” the question.
To “misconceive” means to harbor false conceptions or wrong notions, or to
mistake the meaning of something (OED). On this level, Aurora is telling her
cousin that he has mistaken the meaning of women’s purpose and potential.
1 All poetic references are from Browning, “Aurora Leigh.”
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Aurora believes that a woman does not need to be married, or working among
the poor to gain nobility of spirit. A woman can become noble through her art,
in this case her poetry; she does not have to be the moral pillar of a household to
be a good woman. Aurora believes that a woman can be creative and poetic and
still be worthy of society’s respect. When she tells Romney that he
misconceived the question, she means that he wrongly interpreted the
capabilities of the female gender.
However, “misconceive” can also connote a wrong creation. Romney and
Victorian males wrongly created an intellectually sterile life for the women of
the era. The education that girls received prepared them to do nothing
constructive or intellectually creative, and yet females have the capability to
create the most noble work of art: another human being.
“Misconceive,” then, ironically refers to man’s inability to create life. It is
the woman who conceives, carries and gives birth, a creative process for which
the Victorian mother was admired. In Aurora’s mind, it stands to reason that if a
woman can create life and be respected for it, she should be able to respectably
create art as well. However, it is arguable that conception is a shared act of
creativity between man and woman, although conception takes place in the
womb. This moves into the notion of man and woman as complementing one
another. This idea is also addressed by Aurora when she accuses Romney of
viewing woman as “the complement of his sex merely” (2.435-36).
This particular usage of the word “complement” has a negative connotation
on the surface; however, there are two levels of meaning here. The first is
“complement” as something that fills a deficiency or provides what is lacking in
something else (OED). Here, a wife is expected to praise and adore her husband,
and defer to his superior judgment in all situations, aside from the moral
development of the children. Secondly, “complement” can mean “observance of
ceremony in social relations, as in ‘to keep complement’” (OED). On this level
of meaning, women served to uphold social conventions by providing men with
a family and the appearance of propriety. Women were a means for their
husbands to appear outwardly moral and proper, while in reality, a good many
men took advantage of the large availability of prostitutes, and participated in
immoral practices.
After admonishing Romney in this multi-dimensional manner, Aurora goes
on to remind her cousin that everyone “Stands single in responsible act and
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thought / As also in birth and death” (20.438-39). The choice of the word
“single” here is interesting. Not only does it mean separate, distinct, and
standing alone, as Browning used it in “Prometheus Bound," but it also connoted
an unmarried state (OED). It seems that Aurora is telling Romney that it does
not matter if a man or woman is married or not; each is still responsible for his
or her own actions regardless. However, while responsible can mean “morally
accountable for one’s actions, and capable of rational conduct," it also means
“correspondent or answering to something” (OED). In this sense, Browning, as
well as Aurora, seems to be saying that men must also be held accountable for
their actions. Just because women are supposedly morally superior does not
mean that men are not responsible for their own immoral behavior.
This double standard is an issue that Browning addresses throughout the
whole work. By dividing the poem into two distinct sections, one dealing with
the frivolous education and childhood with Aurora’s aunt, and the other showing
Aurora’s talent and actual potential as a poet, Browning illustrates that society’s
vision of what womanhood is, and the reality of what a woman can be are vastly
different.
In the first part of the poem, Browning uses images of caged birds to
describe the Victorian woman’s life (1.305). Aurora’s aunt is such a bird, while
Aurora is a wild creature that has to be tamed because her freedom is a liability
in the English culture. Aurora is tamed by her education, which limits her
potential, unlike her male counterparts, whose education is designed to enhance
their intellectual ability. Aurora learns to dance, make slippers and wax flowers
or a cushion “where [men] lean and sleep and dream of something [women] are
not” (1.461-62). In general, this “education” created submissive creatures who
are ill-equipped to survive in the world without a man to think and act for them.
These women were molded to fit the role of housewife, and their potential to be
something more was completely ignored.
This fact is illustrated in the second half of the poem when Romney
confronts his cousin with her book of poetry. Here, Aurora shows that she has
not been tamed completely; she writes poems, rejects the offer of marriage, and
crowns herself with ivy so that she may enjoy the title of poet while she lives.
Aurora proves that women are capable of being strong-willed and passionate,
qualities that were not considered becoming in her society. She also declares
herself unworthy of helping the less fortunate, thus serving as proof to Romney
10

that women may not be as noble as he thinks (2.405). However, at the same
time, she shows the reader that she is much more intelligent than women were
given credit for by taking Romney’s ideas of the noble, yet inferior woman and
turning them against him. She implies that if women are not equipped to create
art, then they are not capable of changing society. Here, Browning echoes
Shelley’s A Defense o f Poetry, which says “Poets are the unacknowledged
legislators of the world” (765). Aurora then is asking Romney how she can be
capable of going out and changing the world publicly at his side, if she is
unworthy to be an “unacknowledged legislator.”
These issues of women’s wasted potential and proper place in society,
which Aurora and Romney discuss, were abundantly debated during the
Victorian era. “The Woman Question” was a very important topic for the
Victorians, primarily because women, like Aurora, received mixed signals as to
their place and purpose in life. Women were told that they were superior
morally and should have control over the home and child rearing. Yet, at the
same time, they were labeled as intellectually inferior, and their power to
influence their lives was severely limited. Such a double standard, that a woman
could be trusted to care for children but not for herself, led many to question this
stance. Among those who wrote on the subject were John Stuart Mill, Sarah
Stickney Ellis, and Mary Wollstonecraft.
When Mary Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication o f the Rights o f Women in
1792, she too addressed the issue of women’s education, saying “One cause of
this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of education, gathered from the
books written on the subject by men who... have been more anxious to make
[females] alluring mistresses that affectionate wives and mothers” (101).
However, while this passage indicates that she believes women’s education to be
lacking, Wollstonecraft also implies that the only thing women were fit for was
being wives and mothers.
This is a point on which Sarah Stickney Ellis would agree. In The Women
of England: Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits, she says that women need
to be educated so that their one purpose is to make others happy. She says “I am
a feeble instrument in the hands of Providence, but as He will give me strength, I
hope to pursue the plan to which I have been accustomed, of seeking my own
happiness only in the happiness of others” (1598).

II

It was precisely these ideas which Aurora rebelled against in the poem.
However, Aurora’s position was not unique; others agreed that women could be
much more than they were allowed to be. In his The Subjection o f Women, Mill
agrees with Browning’s portrayal of women’s education and its detrimental
effects. “All women are brought up from the very earliest years in the belief that
their ideal of character is the very opposite to that of men; not self-will, and
government by self-control, but submission, and yielding to the control of
others” (1015). As to the claim that women are by nature morally superior and
intellectually inferior to men, Mill says, “I deny that anyone knows, or can
know, the nature of the two sexes, as long as they have only been seen in their
present relation to one another” (1017).
Mill, much like Aurora, says that women are victims of a society which
prepares them for a life of limited experience. What these women were truly
capable of could not be fully known because their talents were always
discouraged. However, in “Aurora Leigh," the main character is able to show
strength of character and clarity of purpose because she spent her formative
years in an environment of freedom and encouragement. Thus Browning
demonstrates that women are not subservient to men because of their nature, but
because they are taught to be submissive and frivolous by society. By using
Aurora as an example, Browning contends that with an equal education and
proper encouragement, women have the potential to be noble through art as well
as motherhood.
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KELLY E. YOUSE
Suicide Images in Selected Poems of Sylvia Plath
Images of suicide appear frequently throughout the poetry of Sylvia Plath
and have some basis in her own personal life experiences. Tragically, Plath's life
was plagued by mental instability, difficult relationships, and repeated suicide
attempts, one of which finally claimed her life. The suicidal thoughts that
haunted her throughout the majority of her life are well-expressed through an
alternate persona in the following three of Plath's many poems: "I Am Vertical,"
"Lady Lazarus," and "Edge.” Respectively portraying an expressed desire to die,
a futile suicide attempt, and a successful suicide attempt, these poems provide an
intriguing, though morbid insight into the poetic genius of Sylvia Plath.
Sylvia Plath was born in 1932 to parents of Germanic origins. Biographers
of Plath describe her early childhood as wrought with difficulties, especially in
the relationship between herself and her father, whose domineering attitudes,
terrifying bouts with diabetes and subsequent death (when Plath was eight)
haunted Plath for the remainder of her life. Despite these ordeals, Plath
persisted, from a very young age, to attain excellence in both academia and her
own creative endeavors, consistently earning excellent grades, and having her
first poem published at the age of nine in the Boston Herald—"the first time the
byline 'Sylvia Plath' appeared in print" (Alexander 36). Her academic and
creative pursuits were, however, hindered by serious emotional difficulties.
Later in her life, Plath would recount a story to a close friend that "when she was
ten she slit her throat," and although this story was substantiated only by Plath,
"he could plainly see [a scar]" (Alexander 135).
After a relatively average high school experience, excepting, perhaps, the
fervor with which she wrote, Sylvia Plath entered Smith College in 1950. True
to form, Plath plunged herself into academic life, studying with such intensity
that she frequently became overwhelmed with fatigue—a fatigue (coupled with a
lapse in her personal writing) which "brought on a minor depression" that would
persist over the next few years (Alexander 73). Her hard work proved
1 Factual biographical material is drawn from Alexander’s Rough Magic: A Biography
of Sylvia Plath; Plath, Letters Home by Sylvia Plath; and Steiner, A Closer Look at Ariel:
A Memory of Sylvia Plath.
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beneficial, however, when Plath was selected, in 1953, for a guest editorship
position at Mademoiselle magazine. Appointed guest managing editor, Plath
found herself overwhelmed with duties in a city (New York) whose "callousness
and promiscuity" stunned her (Aurelia Plath 117). After returning home at the
end of June, Sylvia Plath's recurrent depression grew until she admitted to her
mother,".. .the world is so rotten! I want to die!" (Alexander 118). After this
episode she was put into psychiatric care and began electroshock therapy, which,
unfortunately, was not successful; suicidal thoughts still plagued her. While on
the beach near her home, "she swam out into the ocean alone and tried to drown
herself" but didn't because "she . . . could not force her body to give in to the
destructive wishes of her mind" (Alexander 121). Later, she did give in. On
August 24, 1953, Plath, with a blanket, water, and a bottle of sleeping pills,
crawled into a space in her basement and attempted to commit suicide by
swallowing the pills. Found two days later by her grandmother, Plath survived
the ordeal due to the excessive number of pills she had taken; they made her sick
and, so, she threw most of them up.
Following intense psychological therapy, Plath recovered well enough to
return to Smith College in January of 1954. She delved into her studies once
again, furiously working to attain a Fulbright Scholarship, which she won and
which enabled her to attend Cambridge University in England. Despite this
success, Plath's schedule, as at Smith, became quite stressful, making her "[slip]
into an all-consuming depression which caused her to relive memories of her
breakdown" (Alexander 175). She saw the school psychiatrist but kept from him
memories of her father, which were resurfacing. Rather, to relieve her recurrent
depression, she attended a party given to celebrate the first issue of a new
literary journal where she met, in her words, "a brilliant ex-Cambridge poet"—
Ted Hughes (Aurelia Plath 221). What transpired during the evening was quite
interesting, albeit grisly: when Hughes attempted to kiss Sylvia Plath's neck, she
"reached up and bit his cheek so hard her teeth broke skin" (Alexander 179). So
utterly fascinated by each other, the two were married three months later in June
of 1956. Events that would befall the duration of their marriage, however, began
early when-according to Plath-Hughes' violent nature so erupted that during
one episode he inexplicably began choking her, almost to unconsciousness,
before abruptly stopping (Alexander 194). Despite this incident, Plath and
Hughes remained together for a time, and their careers flourished with Hughes
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publishing his first book of poetry in 1957 and Plath a book of poetry in 1962
(The Colossus and Other Poems). Hath gave birth to two children, Frieda and
Nicholas, but in late 1962 her marriage to Ted Hughes became so strained that
they agreed to separate—a separation which came on the heels of the revelations
that Hughes had been having an affair and that he "hope[d] for Sylvia's suicide"
so he could sell their house and take Frieda (Alexander 298). (He failed to
mention Nicholas.)
Shortly after the separation, Plath moved to a flat in London which she
hoped would bless her work (she had been having difficulties with publication)
since it had once been the residence of the poet William Butler Yeats. However,
instead of giving her "luck," so to speak, the move happened to coincide with
several unsettling visits from Hughes, an initial rejection of her novel The Bell
Jar, as well as a rejection of several poems in a volume she titled Ariel.
Throughout January of 1963, Plath suffered frequent illnesses and a depression
that slowly devoured her mind, even though The Bell Jar had finally been
accepted for publication. Interestingly, along with Plath's serious depression
came a flurry of creative activity during which she completed nearly twelve
poems within a matter of one week. Her creative edge, however, did nothing to
soothe her depression: she committed suicide on February 11, 1963, by placing
her head in an oven and turning on the gas.
Sylvia Plath's own thoughts of and experiences with suicide frequently
found their way into her poetry with which she created a "voice" in order to
express her feelings. Written in two ten-line stanzas, "I Am Vertical,"
(Collected Poems 162) for example, has a first-person speaker who freely admits
a desire to die from the poem's very opening: "I Am Vertical / But I would rather
be horizontal." Used as a metaphor, these lines express the persona's current
state of being alive and her wish to be dead, thus introducing the theme of the
poem. The persona then emphasizes that she is not dead by comparing herself
with the image of a tree rooted in the ground: "I am not a tree with my root in
the soil." Following that, the image of the persona not being " the beauty of a
garden bed / Attracting [her] share of Ahs and spectacularly painted" suggests
that she cannot achieve the beauty or attention a garden commands unless she
herself is similar to the garden in that, like the tree, its roots lie in the ground (56). This interpretation is evident in the following lines: "Compared with me, a
tree is immortal / And a flower-head not tall, but more startling, / And I want the
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one's longevity and the other's daring" (8-9). With this, the persona openly
states that by resembling the tree (which must occur through her own death) she
would, ironically achieve a degree of immortality, and by resembling the flat,
rooted, flower bed she would be "more startling" (8). With these factors in place
"[a] death-wish is explicitly expressed" and is furthered through the second, and
last, stanza (Melander 96). In this last stanza the persona speaks of not being
seen by these trees and flowers that she so desires to resemble: "I walk among
them, but none of them are noticing" (13). The persona then comes to the
conclusion that "[lying down] is more natural to [her] /. . ./ then the trees may
touch [her] for once, and the flowers have time for [her]" (17, 20). The
underlying thought expressed in these final lines concerns the persona's
realization that in order to be in touch with the trees and flowers, she must first
"lie down finally," or in actuality die (19).
As opposed to the mere death-wish presented in "I Am Vertical," "Lady
Lazarus" (Collected Poems 244) concerns a persona who has actually attempted
suicide, although unsuccessfully. Written in tercets with an unpatterned rhyme,
Plath's poem twists the traditional religious symbol of Lazarus by re-inventing
him as someone who is unhappy about having been revived from a near-suicide.
The speaker, again in the first-person, begins the poem by revealing her
experiences with suicide emphasizing her ability to return from the dead, so to
speak (Bassnett 114): "I have done it again. / One year in every ten / I manage it—" (1-3). Then, after offering a horrifying physical description of her condition,
she sarcastically implies that although ". . .the flesh / The grave cave ate will be /
At home on [her soon] / and [she] a smiling woman," she will not have regained
any sense of normality (16-19). It is at this point that the question of whether to
interfere with suicide becomes apparent, especially when the persona treats those
who interfere as onlookers of a theatrical drama (Bassnett 114):
What a million filaments.
The peanut-crunching crowd
Shoves in to see
Them unwrap me hand and foot—
The big strip tease.
Gentleman, ladies,
These are my hands,
My knees. (25-32)
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"Display[ing] the element of exhibitionism that probably belongs to certain
forms of the suicidal urge," these lines clearly express the persona's belief in the
theatricality of death (Melander 105). In fact, it is precisely this . .theatrical /
Comeback in broad day /. . ./ That knocks [her] out" (51-52, 56). But, besides
being overwhelmed by the attention, the persona also takes pleasure in it by
somewhat sadistically announcing that she has a talent for death: "Dying / Is an
art, like everything else. / I do it exceptionally well" (43-45; Malcolm 107;
Melander 105). At this point the persona's tone becomes less sarcastic and more
bitter, in particular towards the doctor who has revived her. Addressing him
with the German title "Herr," suggesting a reference to a Nazi, the persona
criticizes her doctor for treating her as his masterpiece and for making her "come
back once again into the world of male savagery" (Bassnett 115):
So, so, Herr Doktor.
So, Herr Enemy.
I am your opus,
I am your valuable . . . (65-68)
In order to emphasize the anger she feels upon her return and her destruction, the
persona uses images alluding to the victims of Nazi concentration camps,
describing herself as having "... skin / Bright as a Nazi lampshade" (4-5), as
well as relating thoughts concentrating on the crematoriums:
I turn and bum.
Ash, ash—
You poke and stir.
Flesh, bone, there is nothing there— . (71, 73-75).
"But despite this horrific image of her destruction, Lady Lazarus is not finished
yet" (Bassnett 115). Her tone becomes somewhat morbidly optimistic and
triumphant as she realizes that, in the end, she will be in control and will achieve
the death she so desires. Speaking to "Herr God" and "Herr Lucifer"(cursing
both good and evil), she warns them to "beware" for "Out of the ash / [she]
rise[s] with [her] red hair / And [she] eats men like air" (80-81, 83-85). Thus,
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for the persona death is not merely an end, but a means to a new beginning, or
rebirth, which she will eventually attain (Bassnett 25,115; Melander 102).
Although Lady Lazarus did not die, her sense of hope for an eventual death
leading to rebirth remained intact. The female subject of "Edge," (Collected
Poems 272), however, has successfully managed to commit suicide (sadly taking
her children with her), but "no hope of rebirth or ascension is perceptible" in her
case (Melander 109). This is evident in that the speaker of the poem is
describing the events from a third-person point of view; the subject of the poem
is dead, has not achieved a rebirth, and so can not speak for herself (Bassnett
145). Nonetheless, the speaker appears to have a melancholic admiration for the
woman's actions, stating that she has accomplished a degree of perfection: "The
woman is perfected. / Her dead / Body wears the smile of accomplishment" (13). The verses become quite eerie, however, when the speaker makes it clear
that the woman did not merely take her own life, but also took those of her
children. Expressing the scene of the dead woman holding her dead children in
her arms by using the image of a "rose clos[ing]" its petals presents a quite
somber picture;
Each child coiled, a white serpent,
One at each little
Pitcher of milk, now empty.
She has folded
Them back into her body as petals
Of a rose close when the garden
Stiffens and odors bleed
From the sweet, deep throats of the night flower. (10-16)
Even though the scene is tragic, "the poem seems to suggest that this decision of
ending should be accepted for what it is—a statement of finality" (Bassnett 146).
The speaker even admits that "The moon has nothing to be sad about, /.../
[because] She is used to this sort of thing" (18, 20). Death is not an unusual
occurrence, particularly at the end of a difficult struggle as can be inferred when
the dead woman's "Feet seem to be saying: / We have come so far, it is over" (78). Indeed, her struggle has ended, but it has ended with an overpowering
permanence that allows for no chance of rebirth, thus providing a possible
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suggestion for the significance of the poem's title: the "Edge" has been crossed,
and now there is no turning back.
As illustrated with "I Am Vertical," "Lady Lazarus," and "Edge," Sylvia
Plath's poetry can often be uncomfortably personal and particularly disturbing
with the cases of suicidal images. Plath's own tragic life and her experiences
with suicide appear to provide a background to the poems, thus contributing
greatly to their intensity, but without becoming too biographical in nature. The
distancing of the poet's self while retaining a unique intimacy with the subject is
an aspect of Sylvia Plath's poetic genius which gives her poetry the disturbing
power it needs and holds.
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ELIZA COMODROMOS
Ambiguity and the Supernatural in Coleridge’s “Christabel”
A general misconception about British Romanticism is that it is limited to
panegyrics of nature and battlecries for political upheaval. Although these two
themes are quite prevalent in the literature of the early Nineteenth Century,
Romantic writers are in reality very versatile, experimenting with forms ranging
from the ode and sonnet to the conversational poem and subjects ranging from
beauty and freedom to writer’s block. One Romantic writer who particularly
stands out is Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Coleridge’s repertoire reflects several of
these diverse genres and themes, but he perhaps is best known for yet another
type of literature—his fantastical and supernatural poetry. While his partner in
Lyrical Ballads, William Wordsworth, chose to take ordinary events and
heighten them to a state of vivid sensation by means of imaginative coloring,
Coleridge instead undertook to describe supernatural events in a manner which
would evoke a “willing suspension of disbelief’ and bring these events into the
realm of the believable (Biographia 575). Coleridge succeeds in this endeavor
in his masterpiece “Christabel” in which he recalls the Gothic tradition while
expressing contemporary themes. In “Christabel,” Coleridge employs
supernatural characters, events and symbols to reflect the complexity of the
human psyche and the ambiguity of moral absolutes.
The most obvious presence of the supernatural is in the intriguing
relationship between Christabel and Geraldine, which is the main focus of the
poem. They first encounter one another when Christabel hears a moaning sound
in the forest. She seeks the source of the sound, and beholds “a damsel bright/
Dressed in a silken robe of white;/ Her neck, her feet, her arms were bare,/ And
the jewels disordered in her hair” (60-63). Quite taken by this ethereal sight,
Christabel intently listens as the woman, Geraldine, appeals to Christabel for
protection from the kidnappers who have abandoned her in the forest. The
young girl gladly offers to aid the distressed maiden and takes her back to her
castle.
Before they go to bed, Christabel offers Geraldine wine made by her
mother, who had died during Christabel’s birth. Geraldine, however, has a
frightening and cryptic supernatural response to what she perceives to be the
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presence of the mother’s ghost. With an “altered voice” and “unsettled eye” she
says to the spirit, “Off, wandering mother! Peak and pine! / I have power to bid
thee flee / .. . / this hour is mine --/ Though thou her guardian spirit be, / Off,
woman, off —‘tis given to me” (197-99).
Geraldine then regains her composure and the two ready themselves for
bed. In a highly sexual description of her disrobing, Geraldine “slowly rolled
her eyes around” and drew in “her breath aloud like one that shuddered,” finally
revealing her nude form, “a sight to dream of, not to tell” (240-43, 247).
Geraldine then lays down next to Christabel and mystically pronounces the
following words:
In the touch of this bosom there worketh a spell
Which is lord of thy utterance, Christabel
Thou knowest tonight, and wilt know tomorrow,
This mark of my shame, this seal of my sorrow;
But vainly thou warrest,
For this is alone in
Thy power to declare,
That in the dim forest
Thou heard’st a low moaning,
And found’st a lady bright surpassingly fair. (255-64)
The efficacy of the spell is demonstrated when Christabel fearfully awakes the
next morning and with “perplexity of mind” proclaims, ‘“ Sure I have sinned’”
(373-69). Matters worsen for Christabel when a painful “vision of fear” befalls
her soul upon viewing her father greet Geraldine with an embrace (439-41).
Geraldine’s ominous curse of silence upon Christabel manifests itself when
Christabel attempts to warn her father about the temptress. All she can utter is
“By my mother’s soul do I entreat / That thou this woman send away!” because
“what she knew she would not tell, / O’er-mastered by the mighty spell” (60408).
On an obvious and literal level, the reader witnesses the sinister seduction
and possession of the innocent Christabel by the otherworldly Geraldine. In this
way, Geraldine assumes the role of the Gothic vampires, witch and femme fatale
as she secretly feeds on the youth and naivete of Christabel, perhaps to help
complete her own terrestrial incarnation and to enhance her earthly beauty in
order to appeal to Sir Leoline. However, considering Coleridge’s goal of
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rendering the supernatural acceptable in the realm of reality, there are several
possible interpretations for what transpires between Geraldine and Christabel, all
of which revolve around the working of the human psyche.
An important element of the poem is Christabel’s motherlessness, a void
which one may argue is filled by Geraldine. As one may observe in reality, it is
quite natural for young girls to form attachments with older female figures, and
Geraldine’s representation of maternity to Christabel could explain the “rapture”
under which Christabel has fallen. By observing the latently sexual language
and imagery during the bed scene, such as the sensuous disrobing and the nude
embrace, one may also perceive a more blatant sexual seduction and
“consummation” between the two women. Along these lines, Christabel’s
negative reaction to Leoline’s overly-enthusiastic embrace of Geraldine may
represent her jealousy of her father’s sexual usurpation of her partner. Even
outside of a sexual context, Christabel’s friendly intimacy with Geraldine seems
threatened by her father. Christabel may fear that her newfound friend will
leave her and assume a more authoritative motherly role alongside her father.
Furthermore, the mysterious spell placed upon Christabel may perhaps represent
her own guilt over temporarily replacing her mother with Geraldine. Regardless
of which explanation one may choose, Coleridge nevertheless creates an
atmosphere of ambiguity and uncertainty in the layered interpretations to which
this piece is subject.
Even the symbols surrounding the women lend themselves to ambiguity. In
the first encounter in the forest between Christabel and Geraldine, an oak tree is
part of the setting. However, the oak also has an ancient supernatural
connotation: in Druidic tradition, the oak is worshipped as an entrance to
another world. This symbolic value of the oak is conducive to the interpretation
of Geraldine and her actions as supernatural. Coleridge also employs folk myth,
such as that of the growling dog which perceived evil; in this case, “the mastiff
bitch” growls with Geraldine’s arrival (144). Another important symbol is that
of the wildflower wine which Christabel offers to Geraldine their first night
together. While according to Christabel the wine symbolizes her mother’s
benefices and spiritual presence, its consumption can also be interpreted as the
consecration of the union of the two women. In addition, the shield which is
reflected in Geraldine’s eyes is another symbol subject to interpretation. In one
sense, Geraldine may be setting her sights on Leoline and his power, while in a
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similar vein, it may be a warning to the reader that Leoline must shield his
daughter from Geraldine.
Dreams, prayers and spells are also essential elements in the poem. In
“Christabel,” dreams are potent and portentous. Dreams are referred to
throughout the poem. The most important is that of Bard Bracy, whose acute
powers of perception allow him to detect and dream of the serpent strangling the
dove, symbolic of Geraldine’s possession of Christabel’s soul. In addition to
dreams, prayers and spells have supernatural cogency. The two seem to be
polar opposites of one another; while a prayer is portrayed as a good spell, a
spell is depicted as an evil prayer. The narrative begins with Christabel
dreaming of and praying for her “own betrothed knight,” and she is later
described as one who “praying always, prays in sleep” (28, 310). When she is
agonizing due to the spell in the presence of her father and Geraldine, she “inly
prays,” trying to fight off the treacherous spell. Furthermore, it is revealed that
before she died, Christabel’s mother had prayed for her child. Amidst all this
prayer, however, the sinister spells of Geraldine prevail. Geraldine’s
menacingly seductive presence fights off the protective spirit of Christabel’s
mother in order that she may enrapture the young girl. Before she goes to bed,
Geraldine claims she must pray, but this is the time when instead she summons
her cryptic, magical powers and takes possession of Christabel’s soul.
In this way, Coleridge employs the supernatural in “Christabel” to
effectively blur the line between fantasy and reality, a very Romantic interest. In
creating this fantastical narrative frame and atmosphere for the poem, Coleridge
perceptively recognizes the basic human love of myth and fairy tale, yet he
achieves the poem’s wonderful ambiguity and universal appeal by deeply
embedding the literal framework in more profound psychological phenomena.
In his intricate weaving of the relationship between Christabel and Geraldine,
Coleridge creates several layers of meaning and interpretation, all of which may
be valid simultaneously. Likewise, his use of dualistic symbolism works as a
nexus between the earthly and otherworldly, serving to bridge the gap between
these two planes. Thus, through ambiguity and supernatural ism, Coleridge
emphasizes the sovereignty of individual perception, unmistakably identifying
him as a Romantic.
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PAM LANNUTTI
A Hidden Warrior: The Two Stories of Jael
The silence of suppressed energy and tension hanging in the still desert air
broke with the sounds of chariots, hoofbeats, and warriors charging towards one
another. The first group had Iron Age technology on their side. The other
camp's ace weapon was a mission from their God as spoken by a woman. As the
slaughter progressed on the battlefield, one man from the first group tied to the
supposedly safe harbor of a neutral tent. Expecting protection, this leader
instead received death at the hands of a warrior who was masked by rules of
nationality, hospitality, and gender. The complete victory of the Israelites over
the Canaanites, predicted by Deborah, was sealed shut by the murderous action
of Jael, a Kenite woman. This story of Jael and her murder of Sisera is presented
in two differing accounts in the Book of Judges.1 It is how and why these stories
are different that give the tale of Jael its historical and religious significance.
In both accounts of Sisera’s death, the Book of Judges is clear in the fact
that he was killed by Jael driving a tent peg through his head. Jael is described
in Judges 4:17 as "wife of the Kenite, Herber." According to the biblical text,
the Kenites were a group at peace with the Canaanite enemies of Israel.
However, the Anchor Bible Dictionary explains that the Kenites were a splinter
group of mostly pro-Israelite supporters and enjoyed peaceful relations with
Sisera's people because of business dealings (610-11). This puts Jael in a
double-bind situation, with her heart pulling for the Israelites and her welfare
depending on the Canaanites.
The Anchor Bible Dictionary describes Jael's murder of Sisera as a
personal choice with apparently no strong motivation (611). However, it is hard
to imagine that a woman would drive a stake through a man's head for no
pressing reason. Instead, one must consider the total social atmosphere Jael
faced as a woman of the time.
It is well known through study of this age, and in fact sung by Deborah
herself in Judges 5:30-31, that a woman of the enemy camp was free property to
be taken and ravished by a victorious soldier. Jael was supposedly of a neutral
1 All biblical quotations are from The New American Bible, Revised.
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party, but one wonders exactly how safe a woman alone in a tent on the outskirts
of a battle would have been from this general sacking and plundering. Even
more distressing is the thought of what would have happened to a woman like
Jael hiding the leader of the enemy army in her tent. According to Archer,
harboring a fugitive criminal in the eyes of the Israelites, whether or not she was
a sympathizer to their cause, surely would have meant death, at the very least
(163-64). When one considers these pressures, Anchor's glossing over of Jael's
motivation is almost comical.
What is not very humorous, however, is the brutal murder of Sisera. What
may be even more upsetting to a biblical observer than the murder itself is the
apparent inconsistencies of its telling in Judges 4 and 5. In the historically older
poetic text found in Judges 5, Jael is praised and blessed for her first seemingly
kind treatment of Sisera [“ He asked for water, she gave him milk; in a princely
bowl she offered curds” Judges 5.27] and then murdering him (5.27). The
Chapter 5 biblical text makes it clear that he fell to her feet, repeatedly stating
that "at her feet he sank and fell;... where he sank down, there he fell" (5.27).
Although the earlier prose narration of the story goes into consistent and explicit
detail of Jael's supposed hospitality towards Sisera, it describes her as
approaching a sleeping man and "steathly" driving the tent peg through his head
(4:21). It is this second version of the story told in Judges 4, and written much
later, that the majority of biblical commentaries and dictionaries present as true.
One commentary, the Interpreter's Bible, mentioned the two forms of the story,
but went on to say that the inconsistencies should not be "unduly pressed" (717).
A similar disregard for the differences in the stories was expressed by the
Encyclopedia of Biblical Difficulties that could not understand why any question
was raised about the differences at all (611). The bottom line for both of these
commentaries is that no matter how or why the stories were different, the
general meaning is the same.
However, it is illogical to read two different accounts of the same event and
not question the inconsistencies of the situation. Furthermore, the possible
reasons for this biblical difficulty can lead to an interesting discussion on the
mind frame of the biblical authors as well as interpreters of the text today. A
simple theory on the differences is to say that over time the story as sung by
Deborah in Chapter 5 was rewritten in the form presented in Chapter 4 because
of the natural omissions and expansions of an oral tradition (Buttrick 717). A
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deeper theory on the differences points to a historical shift in perspective from
the earlier to later versions (Laffey 89-93). According to Laffey the focus of
Chapter 5 is Jael. This account makes her act seem more dramatic and glorified,
possibly because Deborah was singing it or most likely because Jael was the one
who actually did the killing and would get the credit.
In contrast, the focus of Chapter 4 is on the link between God, Deborah,
and Jael. This leads Laffey to the conclusion that the later narrative toned down
the bloody details of the earlier poetic account to make Jael part of a larger
divine plan. Another explanation for this changed description of Jael's act is the
need to uphold and stress hospitality laws during the later time. In a desert
community, hospitality laws were needed for survival, and Jael clearly violated
these laws by welcoming Sisera in and then killing him (Swidler 111-12).
Deborah's poem, believed to be one of the oldest parts of the Bible, glorifies the
breach of this code. The later prose version, however, may have been recorded
in a time when Israel again needed to depend on the social structure of
hospitality laws; and therefore, while it showed Jael breaking them, the story’s
retelling did not stress the greatness of her act.
Surprisingly, none of the biblical commentaries cited here proposed that
maybe the accounts are different not because of the passage of time, and not
because of historical shifts of hospitality laws, but because Jael was a woman
warrior. Consider the difference in the image presented in Chapter 5's version of
the murder as compared to Chapter 4's. In Judges 5, Jael is depicted as a
hospitality violator, but not as a trickster or seducer as suggested by the Chapter
4 prose version. The latter version is strikingly similar to the story of Judith,
another woman depicted as luring a man to a bed and then murdering him in it.
Both Jael's and Judith's actions are seen as needed in God's plan, but in no way
encouraged by the community. It is assumed that the Judges 4 version of Jael's
story was recorded by men. Given evidence of the patriarchal society seen
throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, these men had a reason to want to maintain
their upper hand over women. It is easy to imagine these men feeling a need to
change Jael from the glorified warrior she is in the poetic version to a more
settled and tricky murderess, using her feminine charm to lure a man to sleep
before she kills him, as she is depicted in the later Chapter 4 story. After all,
how could these patriarchal men possibly accept the threatening image of a
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woman who would successfully fight a military leader without first engulfing
him in some sexually suggestive and enticing web of female trickery?
With all personal or scholarly speculating and questioning aside, the core of
the matter is that no one but the people present at the time of the murder really
know what happened and which biblical account is most accurate. What modern
biblical observers can do, however, is question the religious significance of this
story of Jael. She is essentially a woman pushed to the edge by social pressures
and did what she had to do. Although murder and criminal acts should not be
encouraged, Jael still serves as a model of a woman who was strong in the face
of great difficulty and became a surprising part of God's plan because of this
strength. The story of Jael is also, like so many Israelite battle stories, a portrait
of God helping the faithful underdog. Especially significant in this story is that
God used women in the plan. This strength and leadership of women is
inspiring despite the inequality and lack of status women experience in many
organized religions today.
The biblical account of Sisera's death shows a woman using whatever she
had in order to survive. She was not punished in either account and even
garnered praise in Deborah’s song. Jael may be powerless in affecting how she
is portrayed in history, but she was no victim in her own time. This refusal to
lay down to fate and extreme danger is the most important and noteworthy
lesson Jael's story should teach.
Works Cited
Archer, Gleason L. “Judges.” Encyclopedia of Biblical Difficulties. Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Corporation, 1982. 163-66.
Buttrick, George Arthur, ed. The Interpreter's Bible. Vol. 2. New York:
Abingdon Press, 1953.
Freedman, David Noel, ed. Anchor Bible Dictionary. Vol. 3. New York:
Doubleday, 1992.
Laffey, Alice L. An Introduction to the Old Testament: A Feminist Perspective.
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988.
The New American Bible, Revised. New York: Catholic Book Publishing, 1986.
Newsom, Carol A. and Sharon H. Ring, ed. The Women's Bible Commentary.
Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992.
29

Swidler, Leonard. Biblical Affirmations o f Woman. Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1979.

30

LAURA GOODMAN
“How Sexy Am I Now”: Aggressive Women in Film
Film is a medium which reflects reality and simultaneously creates it. Art
(film) imitates life and life imitates art (film). It is an ongoing process in which
imagination and reality are intertwined. Since film has such an impact on attitude
and behavior, films, which traditionally have been made by males, reflect a desire
to dissuade women from acting violently. While men who use violence to achieve
a socially desirable end are regarded as heroes, aggressive female characters in
films almost always end up dead or punished in some way. Furthermore, female
characters who act aggressively are typically given villainous characterizations,
embodying hysteria and evil. The message to the audience is that violence and
aggression are options open to men only.
Aggressive women are given even less sympathy when contrasted against the
“good” women, who represent society’s ideals of womanhood. Susan Faludi, the
journalist who wrote Backlash, describes how movies tend to divide women into
opposing categories:
The backlash shaped much of Hollywood’s portrayal of women in
the 80’s. In typical themes, women were set against women;
women’s anger at their social circumstances was depoliticized and
displayed as personal depression instead; and women’s lives were
framed as ‘morality tales’ in which the ‘good mother’ wins and
the independent woman gets punished. And Hollywood restated
and reinforced the backlash thesis: American women were
unhappy because they were too free; their liberation had denied
them marriage and motherhood. (113)
Film has usually catered to the male gaze, meaning that the depictions of
women were constructed to please male viewers. Women were presented how
men wanted to see them. In Ways of Seeing, art critic John Berger states that
women are constantly judged on appearance, which gives men greater control over
shaping women’s identities:
Men survey women before treating them. Consequently how a
woman appears before a man can determine how she will be
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treated. To acquire some control over this process, women must
contain it and interiorize it. (46)
The typical image of the woman in film presents a problem to female viewers
because while it might represent how men want to see women it no longer reflects
how women want to see women. The female perspective is neglected and ignored.
Paul M. Sammon, editor of Splatterpunks, complains about the lack of strong
female characters in the movies:
Horror films consistently portray women in the most blatantly
superficial terms. Victim, sex object, bitch/witch: the emphasis
on female stereotyping in everything from Frankenstein to
Ghostbusters 2 is depressingly insistent. (113)
Tired of these limitations on female behavior, filmmakers, screenwriters, directors,
actors and actresses are creating new female characters which smash traditional
cinematic female stereotypes and replace the male gaze with a female gaze. The
image that is created reflects a desire to see heroines join aggressive heroes on the
screen.
These new films of female empowerment are a response to a society that has
historically expected women to endure intense emotional suffering. Molly
Haskell, the film critic who wrote about "The Woman's Film" in From
Reverence to Rape, points out that in the past women’s movies were often
called "the weepies" because they involved so much crying:
The weepies are founded on a mock-Aristotelian and politically
conservative aesthetic whereby women spectators are moved, '
not by pity and fear but by self-pity and tears, to accept, rather
than reject, their lot. That there should be a need and an
audience for such an opiate suggest an unholy amount of real
misery. (155)
In these types of films, women have no power. Instead of exploring why
women's films are so depressingly structured, men often dismiss them as
uninteresting. Ignoring the real problems women put up with in society, men are
bored with their concerns. Mark Leibovich, writing about "chick flicks" in an
article for Details, discusses the reasons why men have found movies about
women's issues boring:
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By their traits shall ye know a chick flick: They're often long on
courtship and short on sex. They usually include a paucity of
action, a shitload of crying, and more often than not, Meg Ryan
or Shirley MacLaine .. . we [men] all consider ourselves
enlightened, good to our mothers, wives, girlfriends, and
girlfriends' cats. But it seems most of us missed the film
appreciation lecture in our sensitivity training classes. . . . For
instance, one of us will mention The House of the Spirits and
eyes will roll. 'Rated C' (for chick), someone will say with
disdain. It's considered quite the badge of machismo not to have
seen The House of the Spirits. In such settings, he who did can
feel ashamed, like a twenty-seven year old virgin. And he who
liked the movie—God help him—is advised to lie. . . . On the
whole, movies enjoyed by men lack the gender-based
identification that chick flicks lend themselves to . . . men don't
really need emotional poignancy in their movies. That's what
sports are for. (48)
Men easily dismiss women's films as boring because the women essentially
have no power. Therefore, the problems that women face are ignored by the
men who could help to alleviate them. There is no action in these films, only
words.
Today, the "anti-weepies" are becoming prevalent, as more and more
movies are being made which offer powerful female characters. Instead of being
told to be satisfied with the role of wife and mother, a new generation is learning
how to be independent and aggressive. Instead of the woman embodying evil
for rejecting conventional feminine attitudes, she is glorified for refusing to put
up with the damage that tradition inflicts on the female psyche. Naomi Wolf,
author of Fire With Fire: The New Female Power and How to Use it, describes
the reasons for the new wave of women's revenge films:
The ceremonial burning of the clothing of victimhood took place
in tremendous proliferation of violent femmes on film. .
These female revenge fantasy films were hits because women
saw them and wanted men to see them. They sent out the
message that women were tired of being humiliated, underpaid.
abused, and having their reproductive lives treated carelessly.
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Women were sick of being the only ones whose
dismemberment was turned into popular entertainment. Women
called the films into being. (223)
Applied to the rise of power feminism, this revolution in filmmaking reflects the
rise of aggression by women in society today. Influenced by a new generation
of female heroes, women are encouraged to be strong and have spirit in a way
that was never shown before.
Shame could be considered a kind of "weepie" because while women learn
to empower themselves, there is still an unhappy ending. It was written by
Beverly Blankenship and Michael Brindley, and directed by Steve Jodrell.
Made in Australia in 1988, this movie depicts the incessant and ultimately fatal
problem of condoning male harassment. The women in this movie accept male
tyranny as an unavoidable fact of life. Paralyzed by stigmas of promiscuity, they
are completely powerless. A challenge to the male-dominated order arrives in
the character of Hester, a barrister whose motorcycle breaks down in a
countryside town. She has to stay in the town for a few days while it is being
repaired, and befriends the daughter of the family that has taken her in, Lizzie
Curtis. She finds out that the girl has been gang-raped by the neighborhood
boys, and to her growing horror, she discovers that the men dominate the town
and everyone pardons the boys' behavior, keeping the females under constant
domination. Hester refuses to accept this situation, and when she resists the
boys' advances, some of the women in the town begin to follow her actions. The
climax of the film takes place when Lizzie tries to file charges against the boys
who raped her. In retaliation they attack her house and divide the town into pro
and con factions. Ultimately Lizzie dies from falling out of a speeding car,
trying to defend herself.
The boys' method of domination is sexual; they rape the girl, then denounce
her as a slut to the rest of the town. By throwing the traditional sexual insults at
the females, the boys can socially absolve themselves from blame. Since dirty
words are so stigmatizing, sexual labeling is an easy way to disempower women.
There are no damning words for the boys, who initiate the rapes. They have a
collective image as omnipresent and smirking, swaggering around because they
know they own the place. Even the police, who are supposed to be protecting
the women from these assaults, side with the boys. When Hester fights off a
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small gang of potential rapists, the police blame her for walking around at night
by herself. Women have no freedom, socially and physically.
Hester is the catalyst who causes some of the town women who stop acting
submissively to the men. Her presence starts the mass female rejection of male
domination. While she creates a unity among the newly assertive women, she
also divides the women into two factions. Half of them cheer her for standing up
against the men. They begin to unite, talking to each other about their husbands
and all the "bullshit" they have to put up with. The other half are the mothers of
the sons, who participate in the rampant victim-blaming and put down Lizzie for
being a tramp. They stand behind their men.
The message to the town women is that it is acceptable to ruin girls’ lives,
but the boys' lives must be kept intact. While their refusal to accept this
injustice presents a theme of female self-empowerment, this movie could still be
considered a "weepie." Lizzie's death at the end of the story proves that simple
assertion is not enough to stop male domination. The women learn that violent
self-defense is the only realistic solution to this omnipresent male threat, but
while audience sympathy is given to the women, there is no happy ending.
The violence in Shame was validated as an appropriate response to
escalating male provocation. However, most of the women were essentially
dismissed as powerless. While Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! is not a "weepie," it
did not take women's aggression seriously either when it was released in 1965.
Made by Russ Meyer, the film was clearly intended for male entertainment. The
movie is made of the stuff of male fantasy; all the actresses have huge breasts
and pretty faces. However, the film has enjoyed a recent 1990s revival for its
underlying message of female power, showing a shift from a male gaze, in
which the film is a joke, to a female gaze, in which the film is empowering to
women. The image of Tura Satana using her bare hands to break a man’s neck is
inspiring to women tired of being looked at as delicate and incapable of such
force. If women can fight and kill as well as men, the traditions of femininity fly
out the window. Originally the movie was meant to be a parody of female
violence. Looked at from a nineties perspective, it is instead seen as a warning.
The film opens with an authoritative-sounding narrator: "Welcome to
violence . . . while violence cloaks itself in a plethora of disguises, its favorite
mantle still remains . . . sex." The male voice goes on to describe the effect of
violence encased in a woman's body, and how every woman has the capacity for
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it. Do not be fooled, the viewer is cautioned, women can be dangerous. "Handle
with care and don't drop your guard."
Tura Satana represents the ultimate amoral female who has no conscience
whatsoever. She fearlessly accepts any challenge and constantly proves herself
to be the best at drag racing and fighting. "Driving fast is fun, honey" sums up
her attitude about life in general. She and her friends meet a couple who also
race, but use clocks to time their speeds. Tura does not see the fun in this:
"What's so exciting about racing against a clock? What's the point if you can't
beat somebody?" Her competitive nature marks her as a dangerous female, since
this desire to "beat somebody" literally ends up in a fistfight between her and
Tommy. She takes his stopwatch, ridiculing his "good clean fun" approach to
racing, and tells him he will have to fight her to get it back. After it is obvious
she is winning, she gives him the chance to walk away. He surprises her with a
punch, obviously humiliated at being beaten by a woman, and she gets so angry
at his foul play that she breaks his neck and kills him. While Satana's character
has no morals whatsoever, she is a powerful image to many women today
because she uses direct violence to solve her problems. She depends on no man,
and brings every woman's dark side to life. However, she dies at the end of the
story because she is too bad to live.
Like Faster Pussycat, La Femme Nikita is written and directed by a man,
Luc Besson. The main female character, Nikita, is also controlled by men
throughout the story. While she has the potential to do incredible harm, her
threat is always subdued because her life is controlled by males who use her
violence to their advantage, not her own.
This 1991 movie put a twist on the Pygmalion tale by showing how a
reckless punk girl is re-created to serve her country as a hitwoman. In the
beginning of the movie, she shoots a cop. The act of killing a policeman is
considered almost unforgivable to the male law authorities who take charge of
her. At first, she refuses to submit to them, constantly fighting the guards and
disrespecting authority. After a cop slaps her across the face for not telling him
her full name, she stabs him through the hand with a pencil and screams, "My
name is Nikita!" She violently asserts herself and is completely unafraid of the
men who now have power over her life.
The film starts out with Nikita's proactive violence and shows her gradual
transition into passivity. She is forced to give up her rebellious ways and obey
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the government, or lose her life. This movie reflects society's desire to force all
unruly women to become useful robots, ready to kill enemies but otherwise
rendered harmless. Nikita's threat is neutralized by putting her potential for
harm in the safe hands of a male. She is molded into whatever the government
wants her to be, and she carries out their orders unquestioningly. Her violence is
taken seriously, because the men know how dangerous she can be, so they bring
it under control to prevent her from using it herself, however she may desire.
Female aggression begins to escape control of the male in Fatal Attraction.
Alex, afraid of the man shortage, is desperate to keep Dan, her married lover,
committed to her. This motive for her violence undermines her power, since she
wants his support so desperately. Alex starts with self-directed violence as a
guilt trip to convince Dan to stay with her. However, when he still decides to
dump her, she turns this violence outward towards his family and possessions.
She insinuates herself into his life with more and more aggression, projecting her
anger on his daughter’s pet rabbit. This independent, uncontrollable female
violence was so terrifying to men that many screamed "Kill the bitch!" in
theaters all over America. The women, however, were quiet (Faludi 112).
This movie, written by James Deardon and directed by Adrian Lyne, shows
how frightening female violence can become once it goes beyond the command
of a man. Women's aggression is given a very negative image because Alex
appears as a castrating, unsympathetic bitch, especially when she is contrasted
against the goodness of Beth, her lover's wife. Men are given a more
sympathetic treatment. Dan cheated on his wife, then coldly dumped his onenight-stand. While he behaved immorally toward both women, he is never
punished for it. The woman, however, is given an intensely unsympathetic
characterization simply because she will not tolerate his indifference. Since this
movie was created for the male gaze, the reasons for her behavior are never fully
explored, but dismissed. This movie seems to advocate keeping women on a
leash, because their anger can bring terrible damage.
In her essay "The Allure of the Predatory Woman in Fatal Attraction,"
Kathe Davis states the implications that this violence has for destroying maledominated social control:
Alex's demands for acknowledgment and assistance
inconvenience Dan, but they do so only in the process of
reaffirming his patriarchal position. They assert his
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indispensability as The Father and leave him the power to grant
or withhold what is desired. . . Were Alex to demonstrate her
biological power at the social level, giving birth to and raising a
child in cheerful independence of its father (as her apparent
competence and affluence initially suggest she could), the sea of
female power would be washing at the foundations of the
patriarchal citadel. (55)
While Alex and other stereotypes of hysterical evil women give female
aggression a negative image, they serve to present implications of what could
happen to male control if this female power is validated. The female gaze,
which is already beginning to destroy the dominance of the male gaze, gives
opportunities for this justification of female violence by breaking away from
stereotyped images and giving the women in the audience aggressive women
with which to sympathize.
Thelma and Louise validates the violent behavior of the female characters.
Now, all the women who were quiet during Fatal Attraction have aggressive
women to cheer for. This screenplay was written by Callie Khouri, who gave
the central roles to women because she was tired of seeing female characters
used as decorations or supporters of the main male character. In an essay called
"The Liberation of Thelma and Louise," film critic Roger Ebert comments on the
one-sided liberation of rebel movies:
The antiestablishment films of the 1966-76 period were
typically about men who told society to go screw itself. Along
the way, a few women were allowed into the stories, mostly to
provide the heroes with carnal relief, sympathy, and admiration.
.. . The sixties are long over now. But, hold on-did they ever
occur for women? Who, exactly, was liberated during the
liberating decade? Judging by the women of all ages who relate
so strongly to Thelma and Louise, there is still a real hunger for
all of the basic elements of those classic movies of rebellion
against society, but translated this time into women's terms.
(745)
This movie caused a huge debate in 1991, because these characters were
accused of “acting like men.” It is the story of two dissatisfied women who set
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out on a vacation, shoot a rapist, and end up running from the male authorities.
Their violence is completely beyond the control of the police who try to catch
them. Female aggression is given validation because the sympathetic qualities
of the characters justify their actions. Contrasted against the incredibly sexist
behavior of the men in the film, it is easy to see why the women are so unwilling
to return to their former lives. Thelma leaves her ignorant husband, a man so
callous and self-absorbed that one of the cops has to tell him to talk sweetly on
the phone to his wife, explaining, "Women love that shit." They see Thelma as a
nutcase, unable to understand why she is escaping from their world. When
Thelma is about to be raped by a man she met in a bar, Louise comes to her
rescue and threatens him with a gun. When he starts throwing obscene names at
her, she shoots him. This act begins their run from the law, but more
importantly, their run from a male-dominated society in which they are
constantly expected to stay within their social restraints. Their behavior
becomes more and more outrageous as they drive further and further away from
their previous lives, blowing up a trucker's cargo. At the end, they drive off a
cliff, preferring death to life under male rule.
The women undergo a transition by jumping into world of power that males
typically hold. They are not “acting like men,” but simply exploring the
aggressive side of human emotion that has been traditionally considered handsoff to women. They start out wearing dresses and scarves, but by the end of the
movie they have thrown away their makeup in favor of wearing men's hats and
T-shirts. They reject the traditional feminine stance that never would have
permitted them to discover the power within themselves. The most significant
scene representing this role reversal is when Louise trades her jewelry, the
useless objects of femininity, to an old man for his hat, which represents male
knowledge.
This film, hailed as the first "female buddy movie,” was met with much
outrage for showing women using guns and acting aggressively. Roger Ebert
refutes this criticism by casting women in the traditional rebel role:
One critic complained sanctimoniously that if there was a movie
where men did to women what Thelma and Louise do to men,
there'd be protests of outrage. Excuse me? Men have been
making victims out of women in hundreds of movies for years.
It's an old story in our society: Oppressive behavior is permitted
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from oppressor class, but becomes offensive if practiced by the
formerly oppressed. (745)
This movie, catering to the female gaze, was seen as incredibly liberating by
women who are tired of horrible husbands, condescending authority, and
rampant sexism. By using force as a method of resolution, Thelma and Louise
was an effort to bring female aggression into the mainstream. However, their
violence is mitigated by their deaths at the end of the movie. Ultimately, they
have to pay the price for breaking the rules of society. While some may
consider this a happy ending, in that they were never caught by the male
authorities, this suicide shows that women are not given any other options in life.
Either they submit to male dominance or they die.
Natural Born Killers pushes female aggression into a totally new realm by
giving the heroine, Mallory Knox, a sympathetic portrayal and a previously
unheard-of happy ending. Her character is a male construction in this film,
written by Quentin Tarantino and directed by Oliver Stone. The movie opens
with Mallory dancing at a jukebox when two rednecks come in and look her over
like a piece of meat. When they become insulting, she begins fighting the one
dancing with her. She easily knocks him down with her bare hands, and screams
"How sexy am I now?" Her violence scares the men, uncovering their desire to
view women only as harmless objects. When women become violent, they force
men to abandon their fantasies for fear of getting hurt. She takes pleasure in
their pain, dancing over their bodies. Like Tura Satana, she is unafraid to
challenge a man to a physical fight. By rejecting the traditional passive stance of
women, she can independently defend herself.
The origin of her violence can be traced to her dysfunctional childhood,
which is presented in the form of a sitcom parody called "I love Mallory." The
fifties sitcoms presented ideal standards of perfect family life as an example for
viewers to follow. This takeoff subverts every TV show that held this perfection
up as a social standard by showing how damaging this conformity could be.
People were so scared of appearing different from their neighbors that any
abnormality was covered up, the worst case scenario represented by the incest
that Mallory's father forces on her. The constant laugh track reminds the viewer
of how easily society buries its dark side, dismissing emotional damage by
stigmatizing it. As Mallory and Mickey kill her father, she screams all his dirty
words back at him. She forces him to experience his death in a reversed verbal
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assault, taking the damage out of those words. She inverts domesticity by
setting her mother on fire with a lighter used for birthday cakes, saying that she
never did anything about the abuse. This reactive violence against her abuse is
transformed into a proactive violence that she randomly inflicts on society.
Unlike previous movies, where the man does all the killing, Mickey and
Mallory are both equally dangerous in their threat to society. In their selfenacted marriage ceremony, Mickey cuts her hand along with his. Traditionally
men do this to become blood brothers with another man. Here, Mickey and
Mallory bond together as married equals. He sees her as his match, instead of an
inferior. She is not coerced into the serial killing by him, nor is she just
following him around. She has a capacity for murder just as big, probably even
bigger, than most other male villains to ever cross a screen.
This movie twists the crime drama by giving sympathy to the serial killers
instead of to the police. By revealing the dark nature of Scagnetti, Stone
exposes the sexism inherent in powerful ruling establishments, particularly law
enforcement. Mallory fights the cops along with Mickey, but it is even worse
for her because her womanhood defines her being. When Scagnetti catches her
outside of the drugstore, he yells to Mickey that he will "cut her tits off." This is
more of a threat to Mickey, since his "property" will be destroyed. Mallory, no
shrinking violet, absolutely refuses to submit to authority even though she is
caught, and constantly screams "Kill them all! Kill them all!" She keeps this
defiant attitude in prison, when, after seeing the cops looking in her cell at her,
rams her head against the window in the door and knocks herself out.
While this movie aimed to give the female a more equalized role in
violence, sexism is still apparent in the construction of the plot. Mallory's equal
participation in violence is ignored by the press, who want to interview only
Mickey for their television special. Stone shows that even though this woman is
just as involved in violence as her lover, society is only interested in his
perspectives on murder. The "expert" who is chosen to comment in the special
about Mickey and Mallory appears, for all his credentials, outdated and clueless.
Disbelieving that either killer suffered sexual abuse as a child, he states, "I never
really believe what women say to me." The scary part about his appearance in
the movie is that too often experts like him are called in to offer their opinions
about human relations, and their obsolete, sexist remarks are accepted as
legitimate.
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The ending is incredibly ironic in that Mallory settles down with Mickey
and becomes a mother. While it may superficially appear that she has the same
goal of marriage and motherhood that characterizes submissive women, this
tradition is subverted by the fact that she is a dangerous serial killer raising
children. Not only does she have the capacity to kill, but she has the capacity to
give life. This paradox is exactly why society is uncomfortable legitimizing
violence for women. Acknowledging the fact that the ability and potential desire
to commit violence can exist within the female body undermines the comfortable
stereotype of women being harmless caregivers. Deconstructing these
traditional attitudes towards women breaks the foundation of a patriarchal
society, and that is why Natural Born Killers is such a breakthrough for female
aggression. Never before has such a volatile woman been allowed to escape
from eternal punishment. While elements of sexism remain within the
construction of the plot, no female character has ever been permitted to get away
with this much action. She is a heroine for refusing to submit to male
domination, and while much of her violence is unjustified, she is given a positive
characterization.
As women gain more and more power, the creators of these movies are
giving them more sympathy and happier endings. Instead of punishing female
aggression, filmmakers reward it with the validation of women's anger. Both
men and women are now conveying the problems that women face in real life by
reflecting reality on the screen. These films, which undoubtedly will multiply
and improve judging from the positive response to them, influence the audience
who sees them. They have an impact on real life by giving women their own
rebellious heroines to identify with, and reveal a whole unexplored side of the
female psyche to men. Finally, the creators of movies are acknowledging that
male and female violence needs to be balanced, and their success reflects a need
and desire to continue the deconstruction of female stereotypes.
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JOANNE M. CAWLEY
The Legal, Religious and Cultural Aspects
of Abortion in India and China
In the western world, abortion is viewed as either freedom of choice for the
woman or as a violation of a basic right to life. However, in India and China,
whose collective populations of over two billion people account for more than
one-third of the 92 million people added to the global population annually,
arguments over abortion do not focus as much on the question of individual
rights (WIN 24). In these two countries it is the struggle for population control,
juxtaposed against society’s desire to maintain traditional roles for women, that
lie at the center of the debate.
Many feminists view the struggle for abortion rights in western societies as
a struggle against patriarchal power. As Shainess suggests, the “abortion
problem is one manifestation of power struggle between the sexes,” for abortion
gives women a level of control that men can never have (210). Yet, it should be
emphasized that abortion can also represent a manifestation of that power:
Knowledge of pregnancy prevention can weaken patriarchal
controls over female sexuality . . . Alternatively . . .
contraception, sterility, and even abortion can be used to
reinforce patriarchal controls over women’s reproductive
capacity on the part of the state, the community, the family, or
the male partner if they are imposed against the women’s will.
(Dixon-Mueller 116)
In India and China the relationship between abortion and patriarchal power
depends crucially upon the social and economic circumstances of the individual
woman. For some, abortion represents a struggle against patriarchal power. For
others, it represents a manifestation of that power. Regardless, abortion affects
the status and lives of women in India and China in ways that differ from their
western counterparts.
India’s population was estimated at 950 million people in 1994
(Chandrasekhar 59). Before 1972, abortions were only granted if the mother’s
life was in danger (Mehta 5). However, illegal abortions occurred at an
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estimated rate of 3.9 million per year, and twelve percent of maternal deaths in
India were abortion-related (Mehta 4). In an attempt to control the population
and to limit maternal deaths, the Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act was
passed in 1972, legalizing abortion and ordering that “no pregnancy shall be
terminated except with the consent of the pregnant women” (qtd. in Mehta 5).
This important phrase of the law implies that Indian women have great power
over their fertility. However, Vaz and Kanekar found that abortion is not
necessarily more favored by Indian women than men, indicating that Indian
women may not generally view abortion as a personal, female right (500).
Abortion is not an easy decision for any woman, but for many village
women who do want to abort a pregnancy, the option is nearly out of reach. In
India, there is one physician for every 5000 to 6000 people, but in rural areas the
ratio of doctors to the population is 1/80,000 to 1/1,000,000 (Mehta 7). Due to
the difficulty of getting an abortion in rural areas, these women are often “forced
to seek the help of quacks” (Chandrasekhar 23). An Indian woman named
Buajee comments, “Here in the village, Meela [dai, government trained health
worker] does abortion by inserting the loop. There are no facilities for abortions
in the village nor at the Maternal Child Health Clinic” (qtd. in Cornell 268).
When women can obtain abortion services, the government provides these
services free of charge in urban areas. However, these facilities only perform
first trimester abortions. Otherwise, a patient is referred to a hospital which
charges for its services (Mehta 7).
A large majority of Indian women are Hindu, which may create an ethical
dilemma in regards to abortion because many of the classic texts strictly prohibit
abortion. The first reference to abortion is found in the Atharva-Veda:
O sin, go into vapors and into the fog! Loe thyself on the foam
of the river! Wipe off, O Pushan, the misdeeds on him that
practice abortion, (qtd. in Chandrasekhar 23)
Abortion defies ahimsa or the principle of non-injury, which has widely upheld
by the Mahatma Gandhi in the twentieth century (Lipner 59). However, the
decision to have an abortion relates even more closely with the Hindu worldview
of “birth, regeneration, new life, and immortality,” all which the embryo
symbolizes (Lipner 58). Undoubtedly, a devout Hindu woman who
contemplates abortion must come to terms with how her religious beliefs relate
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to her own needs, just as the Catholic woman must resolve her own situation
with her avid anti-abortion Church.
Earlier in Hindu history and in this very century in India, Lipner notes that
the unborn were given a status that protected them from social demands (17).
For example, pregnant women were (and still are in the limited areas where
suttee is still practiced) forbidden to perform suttee when pregnant, thereby
granting the unborn extremely important status. However, Chandrasekhar notes
that, “the religious beliefs of a bygone age have been compromised in the face of
pressing modern needs,” and abortion is being increasingly accepted as a mode
of controlling India’s high population growth (59).
Most women who undergo abortions in India are married and already have
several children (Mehta 126). However, a majority of these women already have
sons, indicating a strong son preference. A family survey conducted in 1980
indicates that most couples desire to have three children, two of whom should
preferably be males (Mehta 59). Some women even admit to engaging in ritual
celebrations to ensure the birth of a son (Cornell 266). The desire for male
offspring relates to traditional Hindu customs, but more centrally today to the
economic need for male strength in the villages which are virtually
unmechanized (Chandrasekhar 84). However, son preference is not just
prevalent in the rural areas of India but is also common in urbanized settings,
indicating strong cultural significance and the general low status of women in
India.
For Indian women in general, and specifically Hindu females, their lives are
inseparable from their husbands, their offspring and their dhrma in life:
Fulfilling a marriage contract arranged by her parents, in which
promises are made and assurances given that she will, as a
faithful wife and obedient daughter-in-law, ensure the
continuation of the family into which she was married by
producing sons. (Cornell 235)
Since there is little or no sex education in India, women in rural and urban areas
are constantly blamed for producing daughters and not sons (Chandrasekhar
125).
To prevent the unwanted births of girls, many Indian couples have turned to
amniocentesis to discover the sex of their babies, though in the past female
infanticide was commonly practiced (Bhandari 5). Messages on posters read,
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“Better 500 now than 50,000 later,” comparing the price of amniocentesis to the
cost of a daughter’s dowry (Bhandari 5). Cornell notes that these sex
discrimination tests are justified by the government on the grounds of population
control by limiting the “replacement of one mother with one daughter” (267).
This practice, along with female infanticide to a lesser extent, have contributed
to the fact that India is the only country in the world which has a sex ration of
more males than females (Cornell 267).
The fact that female fetuses are more likely to be aborted than male fetuses
obviously indicates a serious social rift that affects women socially, culturally,
and psychologically. As according to their dharma, Indian women define
themselves in terms of being wives and mothers. Therefore, the encouragement
of abortion, in spite of the child’s sex, questions the female role in society and
only reinforces how dispensable and dependent abortion is on economic and
social circumstances. The purposeful abortion of female fetuses undoubtedly
affects the perspective of the mother. She may be reminded of her own low and
questionable status in Indian society. Due to her ignorance of any other way of
life, she may also teach any daughters she might have that their situations as
women are hopeless, resulting in a repetition of a cycle. Daughter neglect is
common in India for boys tend to be better nourished than girls and girls are not
usually sent to school, thereby limiting their future accomplishments to the
domestic sphere (Mehta 11; Chandrasekhar 127). Also, women’s life
expectancy in India is fifty, the lowest in the civilized world (Chandrasekhar
127).
For Chinese women, the abortion experience is very similar to their Indian
counterparts. China is the most populated country in the world with over 1.2
billion people (Chandrasekhar 59). As in India’s case, the issue of abortion is
greatly tied to population control and women’s status. China, much more so
than India, has stressed the need for population control with the legalization of
abortion fifteen years earlier in 1937 and the one child per couple initiative of
1979 (Li et al. 445; Tien 288).
In China, all contraception has been legal and encouraged since the 1950s
(Tien 288). The national Marriage Law of 1980 required couples to practice
family planning (Li et al. 446). Abortion has been considered a backup method
(Tien 288). In China, 5 million abortions were performed annually between
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1971 and 1978, 7.8 million in 1979, 9.5 million in 1980, and 14.4 million in
1983 (Li etal. 446).
The majority of induced abortions in China are a result of contraceptive
failure (Kaufman et al. 78). In 1982, thirty-four percent of abortions were
sought due to an IUD failure (Kaufman et al. 78). Though all contraceptives are
free to Chinese women, the birth control services, especially in rural areas, are
questionable (Kaufman et al. 78). Kaufman notes that many women are not
adequately counseled prior to having an IUD implanted or being sterilized
(Kaufman et al. 48). Taking this into account, there is most likely little abortion
counseling occurring. Almost all women who have had an abortion are
psychologically affected for life by conditions varying from depression to
suicidal thoughts (Reardon 21). Chinese women, as are probably their Indian
counterparts, are being severely neglected in this aspect.
Since China is a communist country, religious opinions about abortion are
difficult to gather. However, considering China’s Confucian, Taoist and
Buddhist histories, it is relatively easy to draw some conclusions. Confucianism
stresses the importance of relationships between husband and wife, parent and
child, older and younger sibling, and friend and friend (Kelleher 138). As in the
Hindu tradition, sons are very important to Confucianists, though in terms of the
relationship paradigm, it seems that the purposeful severing of any relationship
with a child (boy or girl), is a serious offense. The tradition of Confucianism has
been the most influential religious and cultural force in China’s partrilineal
system. Like their Indian counterparts, Chinese women also feel the pressure to
maintain the family line by having sons, therefore influencing a decision to abort
a female fetus.
In spite of Confucianism’s great influence, Chinese women generally
practice other religions that are more oriented to females. Taoism and Buddhism
serve as religious systems for many women but they also may present an ethical
dilemma to a woman who is considering abortion. In Taoism, “pregnancy is a
basic . . . model for attaining immortality. A Taoist, male or female, creates and
nurtures an immortal embryo within the corruptible physical body” (Reed 173).
Within this framework, abortion would corrupt the body and would wrongly
negate the body’s capacity to give life. Finally, Buddhism contends that the
aborted baby’s “spirit” exists among the living somewhere within the ten stages
between life and death (Miura 26). Abortion disrupts an individual’s path to
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enlightenment. Though none of these religious views as such may be held by
Chinese women, their historical significance undoubtedly affects women’s
attitudes about abortion.
The ethical problem of abortion is justified by women in any number of
ways. Dixon-Mueller notes that Chinese women may create their own type of
ethical system to circumvent the dilemma of abortion:
Among rural Chinese in Malaysia ... When a ‘pregnancy’ is to
be ‘prevented’ from occurring, a woman may induce her menses
to ensure her ‘nonpregnancy’ . . . To the woman ... an abortion
can only take place after the fetus is formed, which in local
beliefs may take up to two months after a missed menses. ( 167)
The majority of women who have abortions in China are married and
already have children or want to delay childbearing (Li et. al. 447). Women
undergo abortions mostly because of economic restraints and the benefits that
the one child couple can reap from government assistance. In this paradigm, the
woman has control over her fertility on an individual level but is pressured to
give that control over to the greater welfare. The Chinese couple is encouraged
to only have one child, which may effectively control population growth, but
also unfairly, on an individual level, prohibits the natural, biological urge to
replace oneself. As in Indian society, the woman’s role becomes unclear for it
has been clearly defined as mother and wife for centuries, and now it is blurred
by government regulations and limitations.
As in India, Chinese women are given lower status than their male
counterparts for they are less educated and are employed in lower paying and
less desirable jobs (Arnold and Zhaoxiang 496). However, improved status for
Chinese women has been somewhat fostered by the communist regime. The
Marriage Laws of 1950 permitted the free choice of marriage partners, granted
equal rights for both sexes, prohibited concubine, child marriage, and infanticide
(Arnold and Zhaoxiang 496). The Marriage Law of 1980, “in an attempt to
reduce the importance of the patrilocal kinship system . . . stipulates that a
husband may become a member of his wife’s family” (Arnold and Zhaoxiang
515).
Sons still tend to be preferred over daughters for the same practical and
cultural reasons that sons are preferred in India. Although the Marriage Law of
1980 stipulates that daughters, as well as sons, are liable for the support of
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parents in old age, sons are still preferred as a means of support because of
tradition (Arnold and Zhaoxiang 497). In rural areas, the reliance on sons has
not changed very much because of the still common notions of the division of
labor by gender (Arnold and Zhaoxiang 497).
The one child per couple regulation is much more difficult for the
countryside population to accept. Eighty percent of the population of China
lives in the rural areas (Kenyon 247). Amniocentesis is not as common in China
as it is in India. However, there are still incidents of female infanticide when a
male heir is desired by a couple (Kenyon 247). In China, five percent of infant
girls born are unaccounted for. This may be a result of the selling of babies, but
undoubtedly female infanticide contributes to this high percentage (McCauley et
al. II).
As in India, the abortion of female fetuses and the killing of baby girls is
sending a message to women about their importance in Chinese society. Though
women are needed for reproduction, they are dispensable. The Chinese woman
who aborts her child because of the one child ideal, is denying an aspect of
herself as mother, but the woman who aborts because of its female sex, is
denying her own feminine identity, in addition to her daughter’s.
There is little evidence of forced abortions in either India or China.
However, this does not mean that women are not coerced into having abortions
by their husbands or by government propaganda. There are no mandatory rules
in regards to abortion in India or China, though couples are strongly
recommended to consider abortion if they already have a certain number of
children. Though both India and China have contraceptive programs, they must
be improved so that women do not have to face the physically and
psychologically arduous procedure of an abortion. Abortion is not preventive
birth control, for it only forces the woman to make a decision that in many
circumstances is already made for her.
For most Indian and Chinese women, abortion does not empower them to
break from the binds of patriarchal society. On the contrary, abortion effectively
strips away part of their feminine identity as mothers, which is often the only
true identity these women possess. Abortion may be a suitable means of birth
control for India and China, but its effect on women, socially and
psychologically, must be reconsidered so that women are given more of a choice
in their own lives and the lives of their offspring.
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